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‘*THE LUCK OF THE IRISH’’ 


One hundred years ago Ire- 
land was _ called the poorhouse 
-of Europe. Today--or even be- 
fore World War Il--Eire can 
be called one of the richest 
countries per capita of Europe. 
What happened between 1840 
and 1940 that could have 
caused this great change? 
The most significant fact in 
Ireland’s population history 
during this period is that 
South Ireland decreased her 
inhabitants from 6,548,000 to 
2,992,034, 

The population of no other 
modern country has reduced 
its numbers to such a great 
extent. France, which is 
pointed to as an example of a 
‘declining’? population, in- 
creased her numbers from 35,- 
000,000 to more than 40,000,- 
000. During this time, Eire 
cut her population more _ than 
half. To some theorists Eire 
today should be not only the 
poorhouse but also the old- 
folks home of Europe. As a 
matter of fact she is neither, 
and furthermore has won her 
political independence. 

Can Eire’s progress be 
attributed to the luck of the 


Irish, or did the Irish use 
their heads? 


The Foresight of the Irish 


It is generally recognized 
by students of population that 
Ireland was seriously overpopu- 
lated in the 1840’s, and that 
this situation contributed 
greatly to the wholesale suf- 
fering and death during the 
historic potato famine. 

‘‘The situation in Ireland in 
the early nineteenth century 
was Malthusian in that it re- 
presented the pressure ofa 
rapidly growing population ... 
upon limited means of sub- 
sistence,’”’ says Colin Clark, 
an authority on international 
levels of living. ‘‘The situ- 
ation was only resolved by a 
wholesale outflow of population, 
which, in the course of a cen- 
tury, raised Ireland from the 
poorest to one of the richest 
countries of Europe.” [1] 

Since Eire is chiefly an 
agricultural country and lacks 
means of extensive industri- 
alization, it would have been 
courting economic disaster for 


1, Clark, Colin. Conditions of Economic Progress, London: Macmillan, 





1940, p. 170. 
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her to have increased as have 
other countries of Europe. 
Had E£ire’s population increased 
as fast as that of England and 
certain other neighboring 
countries, today it would be 
about 18,000,000 instead of less 
than 3,000,000. Certainly that 
would have strained even the 
‘‘luck”’ of the Irish. 


Is Eire A Population Model? 





In our May Bulletin we have 
given Puerto Rico as an ex- 
ample of unfortunate short- 
sightedness in population mat- 
ters, both on the part of the 
Americans and the Puerto 
Ricans. Perhaps the lion’s 
share of the responsibility for 
little Puerto Rico’s present 
population dilemma should fall 
on the shoulders of Uncle Sam. 
In any case, itis refreshing to 
turn to Eire as one of the very 
few countries of the world that 
has practically solved its popu- 
lation problem, 

The indications are that if 
Eire is not disturbed by over- 
populated countries causing wars 
in the hope of gaining trade 
advantages, natural resources, 
or strategic geographical posi- 
tions, the Irish people could 
live out their lives as describ- 
ed in the Atlantic Charter--and 
for centuries to come. 

We have suggested what 
might have happened to Ireland 
had she increased her popula- 
tion as most other countries 
of Europe have done since 1840, 
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Now let us try to imagine what 
would have happened to other 
European countries had they 
cut their 1840 or 1850 popu- 
lations in half as Eire has done. 

The reader who accepts the 
popular belief that “‘bigger 
must be better’’ may be shock- 
ed by the above suggestion, 
But is it really so shocking? 
It is estimated that the popu- 
lation of Europe was 266,000,- 
000 in 1850. If we cut that 
number in half, it would be 
almost exactly the population 
of the United States in 1940. 
Would that have been too small 
a population for Europe? If 
so, what does Europe have in 
terms of natural resources 
which warrants a larger popu- 
lation than the United States? 

Measured in terms of size 
of population, natural resaurces, 
and living conditions in the 
United States, it appears that 
Europe has at least twice too 
many people. Can we wonder 
that it has become a habit to 
have a European war every 
generation? But let us get 
back to Ireland. 


Assuming that Eire has 
bettered the living conditions 
of her people by decreasing her 
population, it may be argued 
that it was lucky for Ireland 
that she had a rich country 
such as the United States to 
which tc send emigrants. Let 
us not forget that this oppor- 
tunity was open to other coun- 
tries of Europe too. But did 
they use the safety-valve of 
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emigration as Ireland did to 
decrease their populations to 
the point where there is a fav- 
orable relationship between 
number of people and natural 
resources? Call it luck or 
what you will, the Irish did 
just this while other countries 
of Europe continued to multiply 
rapidly in the homelands dur- 
ing the very time when they 
were sending large numbers 
of emigrants to the United 
States and other New World 
countries, 

Ireland not only took full 
advantage of the emigration 
opportunities, but also was one 
of the first countries of Eu- 
rope to lower her birth rate. 
‘Treland resembles France,’’ 
says the population authority 
A. M. Carr-Saunders, ‘“‘in that 
the birth rate began to fall 
earlier than in the countries 
with which it is geographically 
associated,’’ [2] And it was 
the combination of the emigration 
and the low birth rate which 
decreased the population of 
Ireland. 

In 1870 the birth rate of 
Ireland was 27 per 1,000 popu- 
lation compared with 37 in 
Italy. In 1900 the birth rate 
of Ireland was about 23 com- 
pared with 33 in Italy. Largely 
as a consequence of these 
differences in birth rates, Ire- 
land could relieve her popula- 
tion pressure via emigration, 
while Italy could not. What 
has been said about Italy 
applies in greater or less ex- 
tent to all the emigrant-sending 
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countries of Europe, and the 
population of that continent 
doubled its numbers between 
1840 and 1940. 

It may be argued that Kire’s 
fortunate economic condition 
today is due to the fact that 
she was lucky enough not to 
get involved in World War I. 
But even before the war, as 
Colin Clark has pointed out, 
Eire had become one of the 
richest countries of Europe per 
capita of population. 

Eire can pride herself that 
no one can accuse her of start- 
ing a war in hope of gaining 
the property of other peoples. 
Had all countries of the world 
achieved as favorable relation- 
ship between number of people 
and natural resources as Eire 
has managed to do, there prob- 
ably would not have been World 
Wars I and II, or the threat of 
World War II. Yet the people 
of Eire had scant natural re- 
sources to begin with. 

In 1945, however, Eire made 
available for relief of distress 
in Eurcpe 13 different cate- 
gories of goods, including 20,- 
000 head of cattle, 1,500 horses, 
10,000,000 pounds of canned 
meat, 200900 pounds of butter, 
1,600,000 pounds of bacon, 10,- 
000 tons of sugar, 100,000 
blankets, 200,000 knitted under- 
garments for children, and 50, - 
000 pounds of knitting wool. [3] 


Some population theorists 


2. Carr-Saunders, A.M. World Population, Oxford: Clarendon Press , 
1936, p. 90. 





3. ‘Relief of Distress in Europe. Statement by the Taoiseach in Dail 
Eireann on the 19th of June, 1946.’’ (Mimeographed, p. 1) 
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contend that a decreasing popu- 
lation causes unemployment, 
economic depression, and an 
old and senile people, Eire 
seems to have exploded all 
three of these myths. Not only 
has Eire cut her population in 
half and had a relatively low 
birth rate for generations, but 
also she has exported a larger 
proportion of her young people 
in the prime of life than any 
other country. For instance, 
in 1926, as much as 30% of 
native-born Irish were _ living 
in other countries. 


Eire’s population averages 
older than that of most coun- 
tries but probably there is not 
one Irishman in a thousand who 
is aware of this. And Eire’s 
population has steadily grown 
older since 1841. Yet the 
record shows that Eire’s ‘“‘old 
and senile’’ people have done 
exceptionally well. She not 
only has been able to send re- 
lief to the starving £uropeans 
but it is said that when an 
Englishman wants a _ square 
meal he goes to Ireland. 


It does not seem that Eire’s 
older population has put her at 
a disadvantage among nations. 
But is Eire’s population really 
in danger of becoming senile? 
Let us compare her age dis- 
tribution with that of the United 
States. Eire has 10% of her 
people over the age of 65, com- 
pared with 7% in the United 
States. This would be some- 
what of a disadvantage to Eire 
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were she an overpopulated 6 


country as she once was, but 
in relieving her population 
pressure she can support even 
a larger population of over 65 
than she has, 

While Eire now has a few 
percent more oldsters than the 
United States, in a decade or 
so Eire will have a smaller 
percentage of her people beyond 
the age of 65 than the United 
States, because 19% of the 
people of Eire are now between 
the ages of 45 and 64, while in 
the United States the proportion 
is 20%. 

In the young working-age 
group, 15 to 44 years, Eire 
has 44% of her people, com- 
pared with 48% in the United 
States. This is due largely to 
the fact that Eire exported 
young people, while the United 
States imported young people 
Ordinarily this would be to the 
advantage of the United States, 
if we can manage to find con- 
structive employment for this 
abnormally large age group. 
In any case, this advantage to 
the United States may soon be 
reversed in favor of Eire, be- 
cause Eire has 27% of her 
people below the age of 15years 
compared with 25% in the 
United States. 


In brief, Eire’s age distri- 
bution is not too unfavorable 
nov, and she is in as good a 
position, if not better, to meet 
the future as regards age dis- 
tribution as is the United 
States. 


— ai a 
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‘‘Aging”’ or ‘‘Maturing’’ 
Population? 


We have mentioned that 
Eire’s population has steadily 
grown older since 1841. This 
also has happened in other 
countries, including the United 
States. But this ‘‘aging’’ has 
been an advantage rather than 
a disadvantage. When one 
thinks of an aging population 
his mind usually pictures old 
and dependent people. For this 
reason perhaps a better term 
to use is ‘‘maturing’’ rather 
than ‘‘aging.’’ To illustrate 
this we might mention that in 
1850 more than half the popu- 
lation of the United States 
(52.5%) was still in its ‘‘teens’’ 
or below. For almost any 
purpose this is entirely too 
large a proportion of the popu- 
lation in this immature age 
group. 

To illustrate the maturing 
of the population in another 
way, in 1820 the average age 
of the American people was 
only 17 years; today the 
average age is about 29 years. 
The advantages of the latter 
type of age distribution should 
be rather obvious. 

Many have been led to be- 
lieve that a _ stationary non- 
increasing total population 
means stagnation and old age. 
But as a matter of fact a sta- 
tionary population can have a 
larger proportion of people in 
the productive age groups and 
a smaller proportion in the de- 
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pendent age groups than an in- 
creasing population--especially 
a rapidly increasing population, 
What has been said of a sta- 
tionary population can also be 
said about a slowly decreasing 
population. [ 4 ] 


‘*Malthusian’’ Ireland 





It has been the custom to 
refer to an overpopulated coun- 
try as ‘‘Malthusian.’’ But, of 
course, Malthus advocated 
population limitation. As ire 
has practiced what Malthus 
preached more than any other 
country, perhaps it would be 
more fitting to refer to that 
country as Malthusian rather 
than such countries as China 
and India. 

Malthus advocated late 
marriage as a means of limit- 
ing the size of the population, 
and this is the very means that 
Eire has used in controlling 
the birth rate. ‘‘Indeed,’’ say 
Arensberg and Kimball, “‘in 
the Irish Free State the per- 
centages of unmarried among 
the males of each age group 
are usually double those of 
other countries,’’[5] For in- 
stance, in the peak reproductive 
age group, 25-29 years, 80% of 
the Irish men are unmarried, 
compared with 39% in the 
United States. A somewhat 
similar pattern is followed a- 
mong Irish women: 62% in 
Ireland, 26% in this country, 


4. Burch, G.I., ‘‘Headed For The Last Census?’’, Journal of Heredity, 


Washington, D.C., July, 1937, p. 248. 


5. Arensberg, C.A. and Kimball, S.O. 
Harvard University Press, 1940, p. 104. 


Ireland, Cambridge: 





The Family and Community in 
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Late marriage and a rela- 
tively small proportion of the 
population married, plus mass 
emigration, have been effective 
in establishing a favorable re- 
lationship between number of 
people and natural resources 
in Eire. The custom of late 
marriage as a means of lim- 
iting population excess seems 
to have worked very well in 
Ireland. For one reason, the 
Irish take marriage very seri- 
ously, especially the farming 
population, and Eire is predomin- 
ately an agricultural and live- 
stock country. Arensberg and 
Kimball in their book The Fam- 
ily and Community in Ireland 
have shown that much thought 
and a great deal of study, not 
only of the prospective bride 
and bridegroom but also of the 
lands and dowry, are conducted 
by both families before marriage 
takes place. Therefore, it 
seems there is not much chance 
for an Irish marriage to go 
wrong or for the family to be 
inadequately provided for. 

In most countries of the 
world today it seems to be the 
habit for the poor and crowded 
parts of the population to 
marry faster than their more 
fortunate neighbors, trusting 
perhaps that luck or govern- 
ment will provide. But this 
does not seem to be the custom 
in Eire. ‘‘In fact,’’ say Arens- 
berg and Kimball, ‘‘the thickly 
populated and poorer western 
counties show a higher per- 
centage in all age groups un- 
married than the Eastern coun- 
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ties,”’ 

In other words, it seems 
there is in Eire a survival of 
the fittest at least as far as 
marriage is concerned. This 
may mean a healthier and more 
prosperous Ireland, but it is 
rather hard on many young 
Irish men and women who 
would like to get married but 
who cannot afford to rear a 
large family. Perhaps the 
eminent American clergyman 
Rev. Dr. John A, O’Brien had 
this problem in mind when he 
wrote advocating the sterile 
period method of family limi- 
tation: 

‘‘Moralists who are opposing 
the sterile period ... might do 
well to consider whether the 
interests of Christian society 
and morals would not be better 
served by promoting more and 
earlier marriages among the 
economically unfortunate class, 
even though the couples can 
foresee no possibility of being 
able to provide properly for 
more than a few children.’’[6] 


As Goes Ireland 


As Ireland’s population has 
gone, so must go the world’s, 
if all the peoples of the earth 
wish to live out their lives in 
freedom from war and want 
and despotism, This does not 
necessarily mean that the world 
must or can cut its present 
population in half during the 


6. O’Brien, J.A. Quoted in The Rhythm, by Leo J. Latz, M.D., Chicago: 


Latz Foundation, June, 1933, p. 106. 


November 1946 


coming 100 yearS. Using as 
a criterion the favorable re- 
lationship between number of 
people and natural resources 
in high-level-of-living countries 
such as the United States, 
Canada, Australia, and New 
Zealand, the indications are 
that human happiness and pros- 
perity might be increased by 
such a reduction in the earth’s 
population, But mass emigra- 
tion such as Ireland experienced 
is now out of the question, at 
least on a world-wide scale. 
The discovery of a rich 
New World, like that found by 
Columbus in 1492 and which 
began to be populated ona 
large scale about a century 
ago, would greatly simplify 
the world’s population problem 
today. But from past experience 
and recent rates of population 
increase, another new world 
would only help solve the 
problem, Unless the world, 
like Eire, takes steps to re- 
duce its birth rate, population 
could fill an additional earth 
faster than it did the rich New 
World discovered by Columbus, 
There is a sporting chance 
that science can create the 
equivalent of another new 
world by improving agriculture 
and by discovering new sources 
of energy for constructive pur- 
poses. If humanity is to take 
full advantage of this hope it 
appears that it will be necessary 
to stabilize the earth’s popula- 
tion as soon as this can be 
done without causing an unfav- 
orable age distribution. This 





7. Coucke, V.]J. 
N.Y.: Wagner, 1932, pp. 8, 11. 


and Walsh, J.J., 
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can hardly be accomplished by 
a reduction in the birth rate in 
less than 50 years, and in the 
meantime the earth’s population 
will increase about 25%. For 
this reason it is all the more 
necessary that a humane pro- 
gram of world population 
limitation be begun now. 

Many people have been led 
to believe that the Catholic 
Church is opposed to population 
limitation, This is very far 
from the truth. ‘‘As regards 
the end of marriage,’’ says 
Catholic doctrine which bears 
the Imprimatur of the late Pat 
rick Cardinal Hayes, ‘‘we must 
assiduously keep in mind that 
the end of this institution was 
not that children should or even 
could be born in every family, 
but that through this institution 
the conservation of the species 
should be sufficiently provided 
for.”’ [7] 

There is no religious faith, 
to the knowledge of this writer, 
which opposes a humane pro- 
gram of population limitation. 
In fact, many religious faiths, 
including the Catholic, appear 
to be far ahead of the world 
statesmen in seeing the need 
for and advocating such a pro- 
gram, Givena program of 
this nature and possible advance 
in technology, it may not be too 
much to believe that all coun- 
tries of the world eventually 
can establish as favorable a 
relationship between number of 
people and resources as in Eire. 

Guy Irving Burch, Editor 
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